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(John 11:1-45)
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Today’s readings touch into the most profound of human mysteries,
the mysteries of life and death. To hold a new born child or to see a sick
person restored to health is to experience the wonder of life. On the other
hand, the unexpected death of a loved one can bring unimagined grief and
pain. Death brings tears, even anger. Little wonder that “life” becomes a
metaphor for transformation and new beginnings or that “death” so often
signifies deprivation and loss.
The gospel reading is about the death and restoration to life of
Lazarus, “the one whom Jesus loved”. It is the last of the seven “signs” in
John’s “book of signs” that reveal the “glory” of God. It is also the greatest of
Jesus’ signs. It functions as a catalyst for the events that lead to his death:
“from that day on they planned to put him to death” (11:53). It provides the
occasion for Jesus to assert “I am the resurrection and the life” and to invite
assent to that revelation of his identity. It reveals the compassion and tender
heart of Jesus who weeps at the grief of Mary his friend and the death of her
brother. It also reveals the goodness in the hearts of those “Jews” who share
her grief and who come to faith in Jesus who raises the dead to life.
Though the story revolves around the plight of Lazarus, Martha and
Mary are the characters who, with Jesus, occupy centre stage in the
narrative and into whose faith journey we are invited to enter. The women
are introduced before Lazarus. Martha and Mary are identified as “sisters”
who live in Bethany. Are they blood “sisters” or sisters in their love of Jesus,
their faith commitment to him, or both? Lazarus is Mary’s sick “brother”.
There is no mention at the outset of his relationship to Martha, though she
later claims him as her “brother”. Might they all be part of a little faith
community in Bethany rather than biological siblings? A brief notice alerts
the reader to the imminent death of Jesus: “Mary is the one who anointed
Jesus with perfumed oil and wiped his feet with her tears”. The reader will
later discover that Mary’s anointing of Jesus is “for the day of [his] burial”.
As so often in John’s gospel, misunderstanding and irony function to bring
the actors in the drama and us as actors in the theatre of Christian life to
new levels of understanding and faith. As we reflect on this story, we might
consider what might have inspired this drama of resuscitation. Is it the story
of someone in the community who had literally died or is it perhaps the story
of those who live as though dead and so need the saving power of God
mediated through the Christ of God?
Text John 11:1 Now a certain man was ill, Lazarus of Bethany, the village of
Mary and her sister Martha. 11:2 Mary was the one who anointed the Lord
with perfume and wiped his feet with her hair; her brother Lazarus was ill.
11:3 So the sisters sent a message to Jesus, "Master, he whom you love is ill."
11:4 But when Jesus heard it, he said, "This illness does not lead to death;
rather it is for God's glory, so that the Son of God may be glorified through it."
11:5 Accordingly, though Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus,
11:6 after having heard that Lazarus was ill, he stayed two days longer in the
place where he was. 11:7 Then after this he said to the disciples, "Let us go to
Judea again." 11:8 The disciples said to him, "Rabbi, the Jews were just now
trying to stone you, and are you going there again?" 11:9 Jesus answered,
"Are there not twelve hours of daylight? Those who walk during the day do
not stumble, because they see the light of this world. 11:10 But those who
walk at night stumble, because the light is not in them." 11:11 After saying

this, he told them, "Our friend Lazarus has fallen asleep, but I am going there
to awaken him." 11:12 The disciples said to him, "If he has fallen asleep, he
will be all right." 11:13 Jesus, however, had been speaking about his death,
but they thought that he was referring merely to sleep. 11:14 Then Jesus told
them plainly, "Lazarus is dead. 11:15 For your sake I am glad I was not there,
so that you may believe. But let us go to him." 11:16 Thomas, who was called
the Twin, said to his fellow disciples, "Let us also go, that we may die with
him." 11:17 When Jesus arrived, he found that Lazarus had already been in
the tomb four days. 11:18 Now Bethany was near Jerusalem, some two miles
away, 11:19 and many of the Jews had come to Martha and Mary to console
them about their brother. 11:20 When Martha heard that Jesus was coming,
she went and met him, while Mary stayed at home. 11:21 Martha said to
Jesus, "Master, if you had been here, my brother would not have died. 11:22
But even now I know that God will give you whatever you ask of him." 11:23
Jesus said to her, "Your brother will rise again." 11:24 Martha said to him, "I
know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day." 11:25 Jesus
said to her, "I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even
though they die, will live, 11:26 and everyone who lives and believes in me
will never die. Do you believe this?" 11:27 She said to him, "Yes, I believe that
you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the world." 11:28
When she had said this, she went back and called her sister Mary, and told
her privately, "The Teacher is here and is calling for you." 11:29 And when she
heard it, she got up quickly and went to him. 11:30 Now Jesus had not yet
come to the village, but was still at the place where Martha had met him.
11:31 The Jews who were with her in the house, consoling her, saw Mary get
up quickly and go out. They followed her because they thought that she was
going to the tomb to weep there. 11:32 When Mary came where Jesus was
and saw him, she knelt at his feet and said to him, "If you had been here, my
brother would not have died." 11:33 When Jesus saw her weeping, and the
Jews who came with her also weeping, he was greatly disturbed in spirit and
deeply moved. 11:34 He said, "Where have you laid him?" They said to him,
"Come and see." 11:35 Jesus began to weep. 11:36 So the Jews said, "See
how he loved him!" 11:37 But some of them said, "Could not he who opened
the eyes of the blind man have kept this man from dying?" 11:38 Then Jesus,
again greatly disturbed, came to the tomb. It was a cave, and a stone was
lying against it. 11:39 Jesus said, "Take away the stone." Martha, the sister of
the dead man, said to him, "Already there is a stench because he has been
dead four days." 11:40 Jesus said to her, "Did I not tell you that if you
believed, you would see the glory of God?" 11:41 So they took away the stone.
And Jesus looked upward and said, "Father, I thank you for having heard me.
11:42 I knew that you always hear me, but I have said this for the sake of the
crowd standing here, so that they may believe that you sent me." 11:43 When
he had said this, he cried with a loud voice, "Lazarus, come out!" 11:44 The
dead man came out, his hands and feet bound with strips of cloth, and his
face wrapped in a cloth. Jesus said to them, "Unbind him, and let him go."
11:45 Many of the Jews therefore, who had come with Mary and had seen
what Jesus did, believed in him.

